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Robert H. Hewsen 

ARTSRUNID HOUSE OF SEFEDINIAN: 
SURVIVAL OF A PRINCELY DYNASTY 
IN ECCLESIASTICAL GUISE 


Although established only in 1113, the origins of the catholicosate 
of Aght'amar date back to the cession of the Kingdom of Vaspurakan 
to the Byzantine Empire by King Senek‘erim-Hovhann6s almost a cen¬ 
tury before. Given the extraordinary nature of this action, un¬ 
precedented in Armenian history, it is not surprising that the cession 
met with some opposition in Vaspurakan or that this opposition was 
possibly centered in the Artsrunid House itself. 1 When the Byzantines 
attempted to occupy their newly acquired territory, for example, they 
were met with resistance particularly at the fortress of Amiwk, and we 
may suspect that members of the Artsrunid family were its leaders.* 
What is less well known, however, is that although the Byzantines 
held Vaspurakan (as the province of [B ] asprakania or AspurakenS) for 
fifty years, they never succeeded in dislodging the Artsrunids who re¬ 
mained there. Indeed, these scions of the old ruling house, an ancient 
family of royal Orontid origin claiming (falsely) royal Assyrian de¬ 
scent, survived both the Seljuk and the Mongol invasions to remain 
prominent in their ancestral domain for another half a millennium.’ 

The Artsrunid branch that survived in Vaspurakan came to be 
known by the surname Sefedinian. It traced its descent from a certain 
Khedenik, a contemporary of King Derenik-Ashot III (943/4-958/9) 
and his brother King Abusahl-Hamazasp III (958/9-968/9), and who 
may perhaps have been a third brother and therefore another son of 
King Khach‘ik-Gagik III (908-943/4). 4 From this Khedenik was 
descended Abdelmseh Khedenikian, a Byzantine curopalate, who was 
Khedenik’s great-great grandson and the father of seven sons and five 
daughters. 5 Firmly ensconced in the castle of Amiwk and on the island 
of Aght'amar, Abdelmseh sought to further enhance his independence 
and his authority by establishing the seat of the Supreme Catholicos of the 
Armenian church within his domains. This idea doubtless developed in 
1112 in which year the rigors of Muslim rule led Catholicos Barsegh I 
(1105-1113) to flee to Vaspurakan, where he took up his residence on 
Aght‘amar leaving behind as his successor the eighteen-year-old 
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Grigor. 6 The succession of Grigor was interrupted, however, by 
Abdelmseh who, with the support of five local priests meeting in a 
purely local council, obtained the consecration of his own son Dawit ‘ 
surnamed T'ornikian. 7 Since he was unrecognized by the Armenian 
church at large, Dawit* thus became the first catholicos of Aght'amar. 
A synod of some twenty-five hundred nobles and clerics convoked the 
following year excommunicated Dawit* but was unable to force his ab¬ 
dication. In this way there began an administrative schism in the 
Armenian church which endured until 1409, the see of Aght'amar ac¬ 
ting as a rival to the Supreme Catholicosate, which reestablished itself 
in Cilicia in 1147 where it remained until 1441. 

Dawit* I (1113- C .1165), being celibate, left no children; he was 
therefore succeeded by his brother Step‘anos I, surnamed Aluz 
(c.l 165-1185/90). 8 Step ‘anos had a son Khedenik, whose daughter 
Maria was married to a certain Sefedin or Sep‘edin Ark‘ayun (“King” 
Sefedin), whose exact parentage is unknown but of whose Artsrunid 
origin there is no doubt. Most likely he was a descendant — probably a 
grandson — of one of the five brothers of the Catholicoses Dawit* and 
Step‘anos cited above. In this case Sefedin would have been his wife’s 
second cousin. 

From Sefedin Artsruni and his wife Maria was descended the 
House of Sefedinian, which between the years 1200 and 1225 made 
itself master of the region to the east and south of Lake Van and which 
continued to maintain the Catholicosate of Aght'amar as a family fief. 9 
Apparently the Muslims who dominated southern Armenia were no 
longer in a mood to tolerate an Armenian principality in Vaspurakan 
but were willing to accept a supposed ecclesiastical institution 
hereditary in a family of princely and even royal origin. 

We do not know who held the catholicosal throne between 1185/90 
and 1223 but by that year it was occupied by Step‘anos II, a relative of 
Sefedin, who died in 1272. Sefedin’s son, Step‘anos III, catholicos of 
Aght‘amar from 1272 to c.1296, was succeeded by his brother Zak‘aria I 
(c.1296-1336) who built the two oratories near the cathedral church of 
the Holy Cross on Aght ‘amar and who also began construction of the 
church of Surb Georg (St. George) on the nearby island of Lim. 10 
Described as “wholly indulgent, guileless and affable,” 11 and likened 
to Saint Gregory the Illuminator in humility and tolerance, 12 Zak'aria I 
was a personal friend of the famed metropolitan of Siwnik*, 
Step‘anos Orbelian, and an active advocate of his people. It was in his 
time that the Mongols of Iran converted to Islam and for the first time 
began to persecute the Armenian Christians for their faith. When 
Uldjaytu Khudabanda, Ilkhanid Khan of Iran (1304-1316), levied ex- 
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traordinary taxes on the Armenians and required them to wear a blue 
sign sewn to the shoulders of their garments, Zak'aria journeyed to 
Baghdad where he spent a year at the Mongol court, not returning un¬ 
til he had acquired a tax exemption for the monks and priests. 13 

Zak'aria I was succeeded by his nephew Step'anos IV (1336-1346), 
the son of his sister T'aguhi, but whose father must have been of the 
family as well for Step'anos IV describes himself as an Artsrunid on 
his khach'k'ar (memorial stone cross) which may still be seen at 
Aght'amar. 14 He, too, worked for the welfare of his people and suc¬ 
ceeded in easing the tax burden on the clergy. 15 

From Gurgen, a third son of Sefedin, the Sefedinian Artsrunid 
genealogy continues without interruption through the midfourteenth 
century, one of his sons being Catholicos Dawit' II (1346-1368). 18 
Thereafter, however, there is a break in the stemma, for Dawit' had 
four brothers and we do not know from which were descended the next 
two catholicoses, the brothers Zak'aria II (1369-1393), and Dawit' III 
(1393-1433). 

Zak'aria II is remembered as having been “compassionate, wise 
and valiant,” 17 but above all for having been martyred — stoned to 
death 18 — by order of ‘Izz al-Din Shir of Hakkiari, Amir of Vostan, 1 * 
at the age of thirty-five. His death at so early an age indicates that 
Zak'aria was raised to the catholicosal throne when only eleven, sug¬ 
gesting on the one hand, as we might suspect, that in the Sefedinian 
House genealogical seniority was far more important than experience 
or even a reasonable maturity as a qualification for high ecclesiastical 
office at Aght'amar. On the other hand, Zak‘aria’s brother, Dawit' III 
(1393-1433), who succeeded him twenty-four years after the former’s 
accession, was obviously an adult at his consecration. 20 

It was in the time of Dawit' III that the administrative schism 
between the catholicosate of Aght ‘amar and the supreme catholicosate 
(located at Sis in Cilicia since 1294) was healed. Although precise 
details on the negotiations that led to this reconciliation are lacking, 
we know that they were conducted through the good offices of/Grigor 
Tat'ewats'i (1346-1410), the learned and distinguished abbot of the 
great monastic school of Tat'ew in Siwnik', who acted as mediator 
between Dawit' III of Aght'amar and the Supreme Catholicos Hakob 
III of Sis. 21 By the terms of this reconciliation, the prelates of 
Aght'amar were to recognize the supreme authority of the catholicos 
at Sis and in return were allowed to retain local jurisdiction over 
Aght'amar and its environs, 22 and to continue in the use of the title 
“Catholicos.” Doubtless some provision was made — perhaps 
unspoken — that the Sefedinians should retain their monopoly over 



126 Robert H. Hew sen 


the see for retain it they did. Also in Dawit"s time a great famine oc¬ 
curred in Armenia (1430), 23 and Iskandar Mirza, son of the Kara- 
Koyunlu (Black Sheep) Turkoman chieftain Kara Yusuf, briefly oc¬ 
cupied the island of Aght'amar. 24 

The next catholicos of Aght‘amar and the most distinguished in 
this period was Zak'aria III (1434-1464), but again, although we know 
that he was a Sefedinian (he was coadjator with Dawit' III as early as 
1419), 26 we cannot connect him directly to his predecessor. Zak'aria 
was deeply embroiled in the political and ecclesiastical affairs of his 
time. Shortly after his enthronement, the Kurdish Amir Pir ‘Ali Beg, 
grandson of ‘Izz al-Din Shir, captured Aght'amar and sacked the 
island, Zak'aria and the monks of his see being forced to flee to the 
mainland, where for two years they took refuge at the village of 
Urants', deep in the mountainous region of Mokk'. 26 Again, in 1459, the 
Kurds made an attempt to seize Aght'amar but Zak'aria, by now 
described as both “venerable and virtuous, ” 21 boldly set forth from the 
island and thwarted the would-be invaders by destroying the two large 
rafts prepared to transport them. 28 Obviously aware that his enemies 
would eventually return, and now faced with the ravages of Pir ‘Ali’s 
son Kilidj Arslan, Zak'aria, armed with numerous gifts, went in person 
to Tabriz to the court of the master of Armenia, the Kara-Koyunlu 
chieftain Djihanshah (1437-1467). There he was received with respect 
by the Turkoman lord, who confirmed him as catholicos of Aght ‘amar, 
and sent a force against Kilidj Arslan and the other local petty rulers 
who had been threatening his see, 29 thus restoring law and order to the 
region of Van. More importantly, Djihanshah named Zak'aria to be 
supreme catholicos of Armenia at Etchmiadzin, where the 
catholicosate had returned from Sis under Turkoman protection in 

1441.30 

Shortly afterward, Djihanshah quarreled with Sharaf, the Kurdish 
Amir of Bitlis, sending an army against him which ravaged southern 
Armenia. Fearing for his people, Zak'aria III went again to the 
Turkoman court and, presenting himself as a ransom, offered to collect 
the taxes from Sharaf on Djihanshah’s behalf in order to restore peace 
to Armenia. 31 Djihanshah accepted the good offices of Zak'aria and, 
mounted on a swift horse, the prelate journeyed to Bitlis. As an official 
ambassador, Zak ‘aria was well received by Amir Sharaf who agreed to 
the Turkoman terms on the condition that Djihanshah’s forces leave 
the north shore of Lake Van, where they had been campaigning 
against Djihangir, sultan of Khlat'. Zak'aria went to Khlat', convinced 
the Turkoman troops to withdraw, and, having accomplished his mis¬ 
sion, returned to Etchmiadzin where he received honors from both 
Sharaf and Djihanshah for his role in ending their quarrel. 32 
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Not long afterward, Hasan ‘Ali, son of Djihanshah and governor 
of his Caucasian provinces, 33 was in the Ararat Plain in central 
Armenia. There he heard a number of accusations against Zak‘aria III 
probably made by his enemies at Etchmiadzin, who must have con¬ 
sidered him an interloper imposed upon the Holy See through outside 
interference. 34 Hasan ‘Ali demanded gifts from Zak ‘aria and even planned 
to kidnap him and hold him for ransom, but, taking the relics of 
Saint Gregory the Illuminator, Zak‘aria withdrew to Vaspurakan. 36 A 
scribe of the time describes in vivid detail the reception of the 
catholicos upon his arrival in Van, chief city of the catholicosate of 
Aght‘amar, the population greeting him en masse with candles and in¬ 
cense, the sacrifices of oxen and rams, and the honor with which he was 
received by the local Muslim deputy, Mahmud Beg, foster brother of 
Djihanshah, who came out of the citadel to greet him and who bowed 
down before the holy relics. Mahmud Beg honored Zak‘aria with a gift 
of the customary khil'a (Arm., khlay) or robe of honor, and gave him 
permission to repair to Aght‘amar where he arrived on December 11, 
1461. 39 From Aght‘amar, where he is described as living surrounded by 
vardapets, bishops, priests, and monks, 37 Zak‘aria III occupied both 
the sees of Aght ‘amar and Etchmiadzin by a special dispensation of 
Djihanshah, 39 and in 1464 returned to the latter monastery. Shortly 
after arriving, however, he was poisoned by his Armenian rivals after 
a reign of thirty years. 39 

Zak‘aria III was succeeded as catholicos of Aght‘amar by 
Step‘anos V (1464-1487). 40 Although he cannot be attached to the main 
line of the Sefedinians, Step‘anos‘s Artsrunid origin is beyond ques¬ 
tion, and he was either a descendant of Kurj Beg, brother of Dawit* 
II, or of the latter’s great-uncle Kurj Beg, brother of Sefedin 
Ark'ayun. 41 More important in identifying Step‘anos V as an Arts¬ 
runid, however, is the fact that his cousin Smbat, a nephew of 
Zak‘aria III, was raised to the rank of King of Vaspurakan (1466) 
under the direct aegis of Djihanshah, thus restoring the dormant 
monarchy of Vaspurakan after a hiatus of nearly four and a half cen¬ 
turies. 42 Obviously, the restoration of a Christian kingdom in southern 
Armenia at this time could only have been accomplished with the 
cooperation of Djihanshah himself, but it is possible that such a notion 
did not originate solely in the mind of the Turkoman chieftain. Very 
likely the Sefedinian family, and probably Catholicos Step 'anos V 
(and, of course, his predecessor Zak‘aria III) may have had a great deal 
to do with this unexpected undertaking. This establishment of an 
Armenian monarchy was a bold enterprise, extraordinary in its in¬ 
genuity and subtle in its negotiation, and it had implications that were 
both complex and far-reaching. Unfortunately, we are totally in the 
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dark as to the details that led to its accomplishment. In any case, the 
new kingdom did not have time to establish itself in any permanent 
way for it came to an abrupt termination when Djihanshah died the 
following year (1467). Independent in name only, it survived only as 
long as its Muslim patron and overlord was alive to sustain it. 

One thing concerning the revivified kingdom of Vaspurakan which 
can be advanced without fear of serious contradiction is the specula¬ 
tion that, given Djihanshah’s establishment of the various melikdoms 
along his northeastern frontier in Siwnik' and Karabagh, 4 ’ the 
reestablishment of a Christian state in Vaspurakan must have been in¬ 
tended to serve his own broad interests as the Turkoman lord per¬ 
ceived them. Having just used the good offices of Zak'aria III in 
negotiating peace with his recalcitrant vassals in the Lake Van area, 
Djihanshah may have realized that a Christian vassal state in this 
very region could serve as an excellent counterpoise to the various and 
all too often insubordinate Muslim polities on the high plateau. Living 
in constant fear of its Muslim neighbors and totally dependent upon 
Djihanshah for its continued existence, such a vassal state would have 
proved invaluable to a ruler hoping to maintain control of Armenia, 
and it is even possible that it was the Sefedinians who pointed this out 
to the Turkoman lord. Unfortunately, the Kara-Koyunlu clan was 
shortly overthrown by the rival Ak-Koyunlu (White Sheep) 
Turkomans, and this interesting project, once abandoned, was never 
resumed. 44 

Although the Sefedinian-Artsrunid kingdom was short-lived, the 
Sefedinian family managed to maintain its hold on the catholicosate of 
Aght'amar for well over a century to come. After the brief reign of 
Nerses Kurjibekian (1487-1489), 48 obviously a relative of Step ‘anos V 
and hence another Artsrunid, the catholicosal throne passed to King 
Smbat’s son Zak'aria IV (1489-1495). Again, while we know little 
about his successor Atom (1496-1507), 46 his name, otherwise unusual, 
was known in the Artsrunid House, 47 and we may assume that he was 
probably a Sefedinian as well. 

Zak'aria IV and Atom reigned in the troubled years after the death 
of the Ak-Koyunlu Turkoman chieftain Uzun Hasan, when various fac¬ 
tions among his people fought for the mastery of the Armenian 
Plateau. Under Zak'aria IV, Ismail Safi, a boy of thirteen, who was a 
grandson of Uzun Hasan through his daughter Martha, and was later 
to become the founder of the great Safavid dynasty of Iran, took 
refuge at Aght'amar, where he was given shelter and protection for 
over four years (1490-1495). 48 In Atom’s time, however, Aght'amar 
was once again sacked by the Kurds (1499). 4 ® 
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Italian travelers passing through the Turkoman realm in this 
period have left us interesting references to Aght'amar — which they 
call Astumar or Arminig. From these we learn that, at least before it 
was sacked in 1499, the island still contained a town — as it had half a 
millennium before — with several churches and six hundred houses en¬ 
tirely inhabited by Armenians. At the monastery of the Holy Cross, 
moreover, the catholicos was said to have more than one hundred 
“priests,” that is, vardapets, on his staff. 80 

As for Van, in 1507 the town was described as large and as being 
inhabited almost entirely by Armenians. The fortress, however, was 
exclusively the residence of Kurds, both town and citadel being under 
the rule of a Kurd named Zidibek, a great chieftain capable of raising a 
force of 10,000 men, minting his own coinage in copper, silver, and 
gold, and possessing several castles in the local area each governed by 
one of his sons. 81 

After the death of Atom, the catholicosate briefly passed to a cer¬ 
tain HovhannSs (p. 1507-C.1512), 8 * and then to two prelates both 
known as Grigoris of Aght'amar and thus often confused as a single in¬ 
dividual who was thought to have lived to be a centenarian. 88 Grigoris 
I “the Elder” (c.1512-c.1544) was a nephew of Zak‘aria IV and so a 
grandson of King Smbat. Bom about 1480 on the island of Aght'amar, 
itself, Grigoris was a distinguished man of letters and one of the very 
few Armenian authors known to have been active in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries, a period otherwise so bleak in Armenian cultural 
achievement. No medieval Armenian poet enjoyed as great a populari¬ 
ty as he, and his poems have appeared in every anthology of Armenian 
verse published since the early seventeenth century. 84 Besides some 
thirty poems on a variety of subjects, including even love lyrics, 
Grigoris translated the Tale of the City of Bronze, which for centimes 
afterward was the most popular such work among Armenian readers. 88 
Grigoris laicized the subject matter of poetry, singing of love and the 
beauty of nature, and writing a more subtle verse than had been 
previously common. His Dialogue of the Nightingale and the Rose is 
based on a theme common to many poets, yet to which he brought an 
originality of his own. At his best when singing of beauty in general 
rather than of beauty in the erotic sense, Grigoris wrote in a classical 
Armenian mixed with the local vernacular but with an elevated in¬ 
spiration and in a noble and delicate style. 86 Much influenced by Per¬ 
sian poetry he introduced a new tone hitherto absent in earlier Armenian 
poets, and one that had a great infuence on those who came after him. 67 

Grigoris II “the Younger” (c.1544-1586) is the last catholicos of 
Aght'amar known for certain to have been a Sefedinian, 88 although 
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this does not necessarily mean that he was the last of the family to 
have held the catholicosal throne. Significantly, however, after his 
time the family is no longer heard of. It seems possible that the Sefedi- 
nians were dispossessed after Grigoris II’s death at the height of the 
Ottoman-Safavid wars which ravaged Armenia in the last quarter of 
the sixteenth century. Lake Van and its region became Ottoman ter¬ 
ritory in 1534 but, although the Sefedinians may ultimately have been 
removed, the Turks, for some reason, allowed the catholicosate itself 
to continue its existence. Khach ‘atur II Shiroyan, who died in 1895, 
was the last incumbent, the island being sacked one final time by the 
Kurds in 1915 and the see abolished the following year. 8 ® 

There is a natural inclination to interpret the formation of the 
catholicosate of Aght'amar as an unfortunate departure from the 
norms of good order which had previously obtained within the govern¬ 
ment of the Armenian church; to see it as yet another example of the 
disunity that has plagued the Armenian people through its history. 
Such a view, however, would be an oversimplification. Given the tur¬ 
bulent and grievous events that overwhelmed the Armenian people 
during the four and a half centuries that separate the fall of Ani in 
1064 from the first partition of Armenia between the Ottoman and 
Safavid empires in 1514, the inauguration of the catholicosate of 
Aght‘amar in 1113 represented the emergence of the most important 
national rallying point for the Armenians of Armenia itself until the 
reestablishment of the supreme catholicosate at Etchmiadzin in 1441. 
In the terrible centuries of the Turko-Mongol invasions and misrule, 
and under the conditions of the enslavement, deportation, massacre, 
pillage, famine, and pestilence that accompanied the endless internal 
warfare between local Muslim upstarts for control of this or that por¬ 
tion of the Armenian Plateau, the catholicosate of Aght‘amar re¬ 
mained not merely the only spiritual center in Armenia itself 90 but one of 
the major Armenian centers of political autonomy, however feeble or 
masked in ecclesiastical guise. 81 Moreover, with the supreme 
catholicosate located in Cilicia from 1147 to 1441, the catholicosate of 
Aght‘amar remained the only Armenian institution which could 
rightfully claim to speak for the Armenians within Armenia itself and 
which could take up the responsibility to intercede for them before 
their Muslim masters at a time when death and taxes remained the on¬ 
ly certainties of Armenian life. 

What is particularly interesting here is the phenomenon, well 
worth a separate study of its own, whereby dynasties, dispossessed by 
foreign conquest or at least threatened by such dispossession, managed 
more than once to survive by altering the nature of that power from 
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political to ecclesiastical. Thus we find the establishment of the 
dynastic catholicosate of the Artsrunids being paralleled (and in just 
about the same period) by that of the catholicosate of Caucasian 
Albania, which became a hereditary office in the senior line of the 
Siwnid dynasty, the House of Hasan-Jalalian, princes of Khach'en, as 
well as by the hereditary prince-bishops of Artaz, who flourished at Hie 
monastery of Tsortsor near Maku (c.1247-c.1404). 62 

The establishment of the catholicosate of Aght ‘amar by the Arts¬ 
runid House, the acquisition of the catholicosal throne of Albania by 
the Siwnids, the emergence of the hereditary bishops of Artaz, and the 
existence of all of these dynastic sees for several centuries represent 
three further examples of the persistent role of the Armenian nobility, 
which, even in its decadence, consciously saw itself as the natural 
leadership of the Armenian people until the emergence of the political 
movements of the nineteenth century. 
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